Nearly nine million students attend public schools in rural areas but limited research has examined the aspirations of rural youth in the early years of the 21st century. This study presents a contemporary profile of rural youth's educational and vocational aspirations and examines the educational alignment of reported aspirations. Using multinomial regression procedures, the study also examines the role of multiple contexts (family, individual, and school) in explaining variations in rural youth's aspirations. The results indicated a majority of rural youth wanted to obtain a two-or four-year college degree, and they aspired to adulthood occupations requiring college degrees. More than half of the sample reported misaligned educational and vocational aspirations and patterns of alignment were predicted by family income, student background, geographic isolation, and school-related experiences. The results highlight the need for additional research on high school programs to prepare rural youth for the transition to adulthood.
Introduction
Youth's aspirations are significant predictors of postsecondary educational attainment, occupational attainment, and successful early adulthood transitions (Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastoerelli, 2001) . Although the transition to adulthood is often challenging for most youth (Eccles, Brown, & Templeton, 2008; Zarrett & Eccles, 2006) , many rural communities, schools, and families have unique features and challenges that can constrain youth's postsecondary aspirations and attainment. These educational and occupational barriers include geographic isolation, few local postsecondary educational and occupational opportunities, a narrow school curriculum, and social and cultural expectations that do not support postsecondary education (Elder & Conger, 2000; Farmer et al., 2006; Hardré, Sullivan, & Crowson, 2009; Roscigno, Tomaskovic-Devey, & Crowley, 2006) . Over the last three decades, significant changes have occurred in rural communities (Brown & Schafft, 2010; Carr & Kefalas, 2009; Famer et al., 2006 ). Yet limited research has examined the contemporary aspirations of rural youth as they prepare for the transition adulthood.
Accordingly, using survey data on nearly 5000 rural youth, this study addressed the following questions: (1) What are the future educational and occupational aspirations of contemporary rural youth? (2) What contextual factors (family, individual, school) shape rural youth's educational and occupational aspirations? (3) Do rural youth hold educational goals that are appropriate for and aligned with their intended career path? (4) What contextual factors (family, individual, school) explain variations in the alignment of rural youth's educational and vocational goals?
Aligned and Misaligned Ambitions
The educational and vocational aspirations of youth are important to study. Psychological and sociological research has shown that youth's aspirations are significant predictors of educational and occupational attainment in early adulthood and beyond (Bandura et al., 2001; Beal & Crockett, 2010; Schneider & Stevenson, 1999) .
From a motivation perspective, aspirations serve as cognitive representations of a desired goal that organize, guide, and direct behavior (Bandura, 1986) . Youth who leave high school with a sense of direction and purpose are likely, with appropriate economic and social supports, to make a successful transition and adaptation to early adulthood (Eccles et al., 2008; Elder & Conger, 2000) . Among youth in the United States, postsecondary educational aspirations have increased steadily over the past 30 years (Goyette, 2008; U.S. Department of Education, 2005) . These trends also are found for rural youth. A recent report indicated that rural youth have experienced the greatest increase in college attendance compared to youth in suburban and urban areas (Synder & Dillow, 2010) .
Rather than examining youth's educational and vocational aspirations as separate entities, Schneider and Stevenson (1999) argued that it is important to examine their relationship. Youth with aligned ambitions report educational expectations that are consistent with their intended occupational goals. These youth are knowledgeable of the education needed for their future occupational goal, and they use available resources more strategically. In high school, for example, youth with aligned aspirations select courses, extracurricular activities, and social networks that enable them to achieve their goals (Schneider & Stevenson, 1999) . In contrast, youth with misaligned ambitions tend to underestimate or overestimate the level of education needed to achieve their goals. Recent evidence indicates that misaligned ambitions in adolescence may have long-term consequence s such prolonged schooling, low educational attainment, employment instability, and low adulthood earnings (Sabates, Harris, & Staff, 2011) .
Little is known about the alignment of educational and vocational goals of rural youth. As previously discussed, many rural youth face unique challenges as they prepare for the transition to adulthood. Extending the research of Schneider and Stevenson (1999) , the current study examines whether the educational aspirations of rural youth are aligned with their vocational aspirations. The study draws on a large sample of rural youth from across the United States. The study also considers the relation of individual, family, and school characteristics to the alignment of rural youth's educational and occupational aspirations, with a special focus on adolescents' schooling experiences.
Contextual Influences on Rural Youth's Future Aspirations
To explore the alignment between rural high school students' educational and vocational aspirations, the current study was guided by developmental science which merges ecological and developmental systems perspectives to explain adaptation across the life course (Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000; Cairns, Elder, & Costello, 1996) . From this perspective, youths' future goals are influenced not only by individual characteristics (e.g., ability, gender, race and ethnicity) but also family background, community resources, and school contexts. Several recent studies have applied an ecological or developmental systems framework to explain variations in educational and occupational attainment of rural youth Elder & Conger, 2000; Demi, Coleman-Jensen, & Synder, 2010) .
Characteristics of Rural Families in United States
Numerous studies have consistently documented that U.S. youth from low-income families are less likely than more affluent youth to complete high school (Coleman, 1988; McNeal, 1999) and to attend college (Bozick & Delucca 2005; Smith, Beaulieu, & Seraphine, 1995) . When compared to metropolitan youth, rural youth are often portrayed as disadvantaged due to the lower socioeconomic and occupational status of rural families (Cobb, McIntire, Pratt, 1989; Howley, 2006; Roscigno & Crowley, 2001; Roscigno et al., 2006) . Rural parents are also less likely than metropolitan parents to encourage high postsecondary attainment (Smith et al., 1995) . These comparative studies of rural and urban youth have largely followed a rural disadvantaged model (Howley, 2006; Roscigno et al. 2006 ) and neglected other sources of support for youth development. Rural communities are high in social capital (Note 1) due to small size, shared values and norms, and connections between families, schools, and religious institutions Elder & Conger, 2000) . For rural youth, adult aspirations are related to their connections to family and community (Elder et al. 1996; Crockett et al., 2000; Johnson, Elder, & Stern, 2005) , and these relations, along with family resources, need to be considered.
Individual Characteristics of Rural Youth
Very limited research is available on the role personal attributes in shaping the adult aspirations of rural youth in the United States. Recent studies reveal that adolescent girls were more likely than adolescent boys to report higher educational and occupational aspirations (Chenoweth & Galliher 2004; Elder & Conger 2000) . Because prior high school investigations were disproportionately composed of White students (e.g., High School and Beyond of 1980), few studies have examined the role of race and ethnicity in predicting adult aspirations among rural youth (Gándara, Gutierrez, & O'Hara, 2001 ).
Beyond social background variables, the residential preferences of rural youth also need to be considered. As suggested, rural youth's future goals are shaped by socioeconomic circumstances, attachment to community, and perceptions of local economic opportunities Elder & Conger, 2000; Petrin et al., 2011) . Given variations in economic opportunities within and across rural communities, residential preferences are particularly important for examining the adult aspirations and alignment of rural youth.
School Characteristics and School Experiences
Schools play an important role in preparing youth for the future. In the United States, rural schools are highly diverse but share several features that promote positive youth development, such as small size, strong parent involvement, and low rates of behavior problems (Provasnick et al., 2007) . Students in smaller schools also benefit from close student-teacher relations (Hardré et al., 2009) , stable peer relations (Estell, Farmer, Cairns, & Cairns, 2002) , and opportunities for greater involvement in school activities (Irvin, Farmer, Leung, Thompson, & Hutchins, 2010) . Generally, these school experiences promote school belonging, engagement, and achievement to positively shape rural youth's educational plans (Demi et al. 2010; Hardré & Hennessey, 2010; Hardré et al., 2009 ). However, rural students also experience some limiting school features. Specifically, rural youth have a greater likelihood than their metropolitan counterparts to experience a narrow school curriculum, shortage of teachers with advanced degrees, and limited access to career counseling and college preparatory programs (Provasnik et al., 2007) .
Whereas prior research has examined the role of individual and family characteristics in shaping the aspirations of rural youth, less is known about the role of schooling experiences in shaping the educational and occupational aspirations of rural youth. Rural schools are traditionally expected to provide youth with strong educational foundations to sustain rural culture, lifestyles, and economies (Brown & Schafft 2010; Corbett 2007; Farmer et al., 2006) . On the other hand, current educational mandates emphasizing national curriculum standards, standardized assessments, and college preparation may be preparing youth for a future very different from where they currently live (Corbett, 2007; Schafft, 2010) . Rural youth often experience a tension between moving away to pursue educational and vocational opportunities not supported in their home communities, while remaining close to family and community (Corbett, 2007; Farmer et al., 2006; Hektner, 1995) . Such conflicts can significantly influence youth's educational and vocational aspirations as well as lead to unrealistic expectations for the future.
The Current Study
Four specific research aims guided this study. The first aim was to provide a descriptive profile of the educational and vocational aspirations of U.S. rural youth in the early years of the 21st century, after decades of economic decline in many rural communities. The second aim was to examine the role of multiple factors and contexts (family, individual, school, and community) in shaping youth's aspirations. The third aim was to examine the alignment of youth's educational and vocational aspirations. The final analyses examined predictors of alignment and misalignment. As stated earlier, misaligned ambitions can have serious long-term consequences for rural youth. An important goal of this study was to examine the role of school experiences in the formation of aligned and misaligned ambitions.
Methods

Sample
The current study was part of a broader investigation to examine students' school adjustment and postsecondary aspirations in rural high schools across the United States. Youth in Grades 9-12 were recruited from 73 schools in 34 states, with 89 percent of the schools from rural urban-centric locale codes (41, 42, and 43) and 11% from small-town codes (31, 32, and 33) . Sampling was based on a two-stage process whereby schools were first selected using U.S. Department of Education's Common Core of Data (CCD). The research designed placed a special emphasis schools receiving federal funding for the Rural Low Income Schools and the Small Rural School Achievement Program. (Note 2)
For the present investigation, we included only those students attending rural high schools (i.e., rural fringe, rural distant, and rural remote) and reporting educational as well as occupational aspirations. We excluded those students who answered "don't know" to the question asking about their educational and vocational aspirations (approximately 7 percent of the total rural sample). (Note 3) We also excluded Asian American students due to small sample sizes (less than 1% of the total rural sample). Student demographics for the final sample of 4,840 high school students (Grades 9 to 12) were as follows: 51% attended rural remote schools, 55% were female, 68% were white, 13% were multiracial, 8% were African American, 7% were Hispanic, and 4% were Native American.
Data Collection Procedures
Recruitment and consenting procedures followed the participating school districts' local policies and administrative guidelines. Data were collected during the 2007-2008 academic year at each school site and involved gathering information on students via separate student and teacher instruments. The student instrument consisted of a paper and pencil questionnaire administered on-site by a team of trained researchers. Student surveys were group-administered in a common space on the school campus (e.g., cafeteria, library, etc.).
Variables (Note 4)
Dependent Variables
For outcome measures, we used educational aspirations, occupational aspirations, and alignment between these two. Educational aspirations were based on students' answer to a question of "how far in school would you most like to go?" The response options given were: 1 = less than high school graduation; 2 = high school graduation or GED only; 3 = attend or complete a 2-year school course in a community college, vocational, or trade school; 4 = attend college, but not complete a 4-year degree; 5 = graduate from college; 6 = obtain a master's degree or equivalent; 7 = obtain a Ph.D., M.D., or other advanced degree; and 8 = don't know. These above response options were then collapsed into four groups with the exclusion of the "don't know" category: (a) less than high school or high school diploma, (b) some college, (c) four-year degree, and (d) advanced/professional degree. Occupational aspirations were based on the students' answer to this open-ended question: "What kind of job or occupation will you most like to have at age 30?" (Note 5)
To create the alignment variable, we coded each open-ended occupational response into an occupational category that then could be classified according to the level of education typically needed to perform the intended occupation. We used the Occupational Information Network (O*NET) to code vocational responses into five job zones, which represent the average level of training, experience, and education needed for each occupation (Note 6). Typical education requirements for each of the five job zones were: 1 = less than high school diploma/GED; 2 = high school diploma; 3 = some college (e.g., vocational training, associate's degree); 4 = four year bachelor's degree; and 5 = advanced/professional degree. To be consistent with the categories of educational aspirations, we collapsed the five job zone categories into four groups: (a) less than high school or high school diploma; (b) some college; (c) four-year degree; and (d) advanced/professional degree. Next, we created an alignment score by subtracting the education level of the occupational aspiration category (zone categories = 1-5) from the level of educational aspiration (response options = 1-8) for each student. Using this procedure, each student was assigned an alignment score that ranged in value from -3 to +3 based on similar procedures used by Schneider and Stevenson (1999) . Students who aspire to a level of education that is typically required to meet their occupational aspirations would receive a score of 0 and would be considered to have aligned ambitions. Students with positive scores were classified as over-aligned. Those students with negative scores were classified as under-aligned. This procedure resulted in five alignment groups: -3 to -2 = under-aligned; -1 slightly under-aligned; 0 = aligned, 1 = slightly over-aligned; 2 to 3 = over-aligned.
Explanatory Variables
Given word limitations, we present a list of explanatory variables included in analysis, rather than through an exhaustive explanation of each variable in texts. A detailed description of the independent variables is provided in Appendix A. For family background, we included (a) perceived family economic hardship, (b) parental education, (c) child's identification with parent, and (d) parental expectations for child's college education. For individual student characteristics, we included (a) gender, (b) race/ethnicity, (c) grade level (9th to 12th), (d) rural identity, (e) positive perception of economic opportunity at home communities, and (f) residential aspirations (home state vs. other state vs. don't know). For the school-level variable, we considered (a) college proximity, (b) percent of students receiving free/reduced lunch, (c) and rural locale (rural remote vs. rural fringe/distant). For school-experience variables, we included (a) curricular track (college prep vs. others), (b) achievement, (c) postsecondary preparation, (d) academic self-concept, and (e) school valuing.
Analytic Strategies
We implemented two major analytic strategies. First, we conducted multinomial logistic regression to identify factors associated with students' level of educational and occupational aspirations, respectively. Second, we performed multinomial logistic regression to identify factors associated with students' level of educational and occupational alignment. Multinomial logistic regression is appropriate when the dependent variable is www.ccsenet.org/jedp Journal of Educational and Developmental Psychology Vol. 3, No. 2; 2013 categorical. In addition, this analytic approach provides greater flexibility when using both categorical (particularly dichotomous variables) and continuous predictor variables (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) .
For the missing data for the explanatory variables with exceptions for gender and race/ethnicity (see Appendix A), we employed a multiple imputation technique with the ice option in the Stata software package (Royston, 2004) . We generated five data sets with five different sets of imputed values, and averaged the coefficients and standard errors from analyses across the five data sets using the mim option in Stata. To address the nested nature of the current data (i.e., students within sampled schools), we used the cluster option in Stata, which generates robust standard errors by downwardly adjusting for the inflated standard errors resulting from the violation of the independent errors assumption (Rogers, 1993) .
Results
Descriptive Findings
The first set of analyses examined educational aspirations, occupational aspirations, and the alignment between these two among rural youth. Table 1 provides information-educational aspirations (row), occupational aspirations (column), and ambition alignment based on a combination of students' educational and occupational aspirations. Of those students with educational and occupational alignment information, 38% wanted to complete a four-year degree, and 43% wanted to obtain an advanced degree. For occupational aspirations, 25% of the students aspired to occupations requiring a four-year college degree, whereas 30% aspired to occupations that require an advanced degree. Overall, 39% of students have educational and occupational ambitions that are aligned; whereas 46% have over-aligned ambitions, and 14% have under-aligned. Thus, nearly half of this rural sample aspired to occupations that required education and training levels above their reported educational aspirations. Table 2 provides odds ratios of multinomial logistic regression predicting educational aspirations. In this analysis, aspirations of high school served only as the reference group. The odds ratio greater than one indicates the variable is associated with an increased likelihood of postsecondary degree attainment, while a value less than one indicates a decreased likelihood. Results showed that a number of family, student, school, and schooling experience variables significantly predicted educational aspirations. As prior studies students who experienced greater family economic hardship, lower parental education attainment, and lower expectations for college were www.ccsenet.org/jedp
Predictors of Educational and Occupational Aspirations
Educational Aspirations
Journal of Educational and Developmental Psychology Vol. 3, No. 2; 2013 less likely to aspire to a four-year degree or a graduate/professional degree. Also, lower educational aspirations were reported by youth with greater identification with parents. Regarding student demographic characteristics, several interesting findings emerged. First, girls were more likely than boys to aspire to postsecondary education. Also, students who self-reported as multiracial or who www.ccsenet.org/jedp
Journal of Educational and Developmental Psychology Vol. 3, No. 2; 2013 planned to leave their home state were more likely to aspire to a graduate/professional degree. In contrast, students in the upper grades and students with higher levels of rural identity were less likely to aspire to graduate/professional training. Similarly, an inverse relation emerged between perceptions of local economic opportunities and educational aspirations.
Several school-related predictors were significant. First, students attending schools in rural remote locations were less likely than their counterparts in rural fringe/distant schools to aspire to college or graduate/professional school. Second, students who took part in postsecondary preparation activities and had higher levels of school valuing were more likely to aspire to some college education. In addition, students enrolled in a college preparation programs, took part in postsecondary preparation activities, and had higher levels of achievement, academic self-concept, and school valuing were more likely to aspire to higher levels of postsecondary educational attainment. In sum, results suggested that students' schooling experiences were important influences on educational aspirations beyond family and individual characteristics. Table 3 provides odds ratios of multinomial logistic regression predicting the college and training levels associated with youth's occupational aspirations. In general, the findings for family, individual and school influences on the educational levels of occupational aspirations mirrored those reported for levels of educational aspirations. As before, with individual and family influences controlled, schooling experiences were important predictors of the educational levels of occupational aspirations. Enrollment in college preparatory programs, teacher-reported grades, and self-reported academic self-concept were positive predictors of rural students' aspirations to jobs requiring college or a graduate/professional degree. In addition, students who participated in postsecondary preparation activities or who valued school reported occupations requiring higher levels of education and training. Table 4 provides odds ratios of multinomial logistic regression predicting misaligned ambitions. Regarding family characteristics, results showed that students who experienced greater family economic hardship and had greater parental respect and identification were more likely to have under-aligned ambitions. That is, the aspired to higher levels of education than needed for their occupational aspirations. In contrast, students whose parents had higher expectations for college were more likely to have over-aligned ambitions.
Occupational Aspirations
Regarding student characteristics, results showed that girls were less likely to have over-aligned ambitions than boys, whereas African American students were more likely to have over-aligned ambitions compared to white students. Older students were less likely than younger students to have over-aligned ambitions. Students who had positive perceptions of local job opportunities were more likely to have under-aligned ambitions. Finally, students who planned to move from their home state were less likely to have over-aligned ambitions.
Regarding school characteristics, results showed that students who attended schools closer to a college or university were less likely to have over-aligned ambitions. Also, students who attended schools with a higher proportion of the student body receiving free/reduced lunch were less likely to have over-aligned ambitions. Additionally, students with higher levels of achievement, school valuing and participation in postsecondary preparation activities were less likely to have under-aligned ambitions. Also, students enrolled in a college preparatory program were less likely to have slightly under-aligned ambitions. In sum, results suggested that schooling experiences helped to promote the aligned ambitions beyond family and individual background characteristics. 
Discussion
Youth's aspirations, expectations, and plans serve as important guideposts to the future (Bandura et al. 2001; Schneider & Stevenson 1999) . Results of this study provide one of the first portraits of U.S. rural youth transitioning into adulthood in the early 21st century. Compared to rural youth of the 1980s and 1990s (e.g., Cobb et al. 1989; Haller & Virkler 1993; Rojewski, 1999) , a majority of the participants (51%) aspired to attend or to complete their studies at a two-or four-year postsecondary institution. Additionally, a majority of the participating youth aspired to adulthood jobs and careers that required a college education (38%) or a postgraduate degree (18%). Nearly half of the 4840 rural high school students aspired to careers in healthcare, education, or technical fields. Overall, the findings of this study are consistent with national trends in adolescents' educational and vocational aspirations plans. America's youth today have higher educational goals and aspirations than previous generations (Ingels & Dalton 2008; Schneider & Stevenson1999; Synder & Dillow 2010 ).
An important goal of the current study was to examine the alignment of youth's educational and vocational aspirations. To our knowledge, this issue has not been addressed in prior research on rural youth. The results showed that approximately 40% of the participants had aligned educational and occupational aspirations. Another 46% had over-aligned aspiration because they overestimated the level of education needed to meet their career goals, and 24% had under-aligned aspirations. These numbers are roughly equivalent to those reported by Schneider and Stevenson (1999) for sample of urban and rural youth in the United States.
Another goal was to examine variations in patterns of alignment related to family, individual, and school factors. The results provide several interesting explanations for relations between youth's educational and vocational aspirations. Two family characteristics were related to misalignment. First, consistent with prior research, youth's aspirations were significantly related to family income (Demi et al., 2010; Smith et al. 1995; Roscigno & Crowley 2001; Roscigno et al. 2006) . Perceptions of limited family income decreased youth's aspirations for a four-year college degree and for a job requiring postsecondary education. These results indicate that family income continues to constrain the future prospects of rural youth. The story of socioeconomic constraints is not unique to rural populations (McLoyd 1998; Entwisle, Alexander, & Olsen, 2010) . However, a disproportionately greater number of rural than urban youth reside in impoverished communities (Johnson & Strange 2009) . Rural poverty also is disproportionately focused on nonwhite ethnic minorities, and it tends to be intergenerational and long lasting (Lichter & Johnson 2007) . To counteract these patterns, low-income youth need access to information and job experiences that enable them to fulfill their occupational aspirations.
Consistent with prior research (Demi et al., 2010; Smith et al., 1995) , the results also highlight the important role of youth's perceptions of their parent's educational expectations. Looking at youth's plans to obtain some college education or to enter occupations requiring some college, higher parental educational expectations increased the likelihood that youth plan to continue their education beyond high school and to enter a career requiring some postsecondary education by 60 percent and 125 percent, respectively. Within rural communities, these vocational choices generally include trade, healthcare, and service occupations which are critical for maintaining rural communities. On the other hand, youth's perceptions of parental educational expectations increased the likelihood they would overestimate the level of education needed to meet their occupational aspirations. Although Schneider and Stevenson (1999) reported a similar result, this misalignment for rural samples may be due to the youth's desire to fulfill parental and family expectations, while aspiring to occupations available in the local community as a way to remain close to family and maintain their rural identity. These occupations may or may not require a college or professional degree.
Along with family characteristics, several individual attributes also were predictive of youth's educational and vocational aspirations. First, consistent with prior research (Schneider & Stevenson, 1999) , grade level was an important predictor of aspirations and misalignment. As youth enter adolescence, they are still forming a sense of future identity. With time, these future orientations become more realistic as youth gain access to information about postsecondary education and careers (Lapan, Tucker, Kim, & Kosciulek, 2003) . Also, female participants aspired to higher postsecondary education and to enter careers requiring higher education than did their male counterparts (Chenoweth & Galliher, 2004; Elder & Conger, 2000) . Rural girls also were 19% less likely than boys to have over-aligned aspirations in this study.
New to research on rural youth are the differences in educational and vocational aspirations related to ethnicity. Without prior research to ground these findings, it is premature to draw conclusions. Nonetheless, African American and Latino youth in U.S. rural communities reported higher educational aspirations than their white peers. It may be, like girls in these rural communities, minority youth see few employment options available to them that would enable them to obtain a modest but comfortable lifestyle. Among the ethnic groups examined in this study, African American were 38% more likely to aspire to education levels over what is needed for their desired occupations. As before, this finding needs to be interpreted within a rural context. The educational aspirations of African Americans have been rising steadily rising for decades (Jacob & Wilder, 2009 ). Yet the employment opportunities for well-educated African Americans are limited in rural communities with the United States (Gibbs 2005; Gibbs, Kusmin, & Cromartie, 2005) .
Two other key individual characteristics predicted youth's educational and occupational aspirations in this study. In general, the findings indicated that rural youth with more positive perceptions of local job opportunities and with residential aspirations to remain in their home communities have lower educational aspirations. Additionally, those students with more positive perceptions of local career opportunities had lower aspirations for jobs that required postsecondary education. Such findings are consistent with prior research indicating that rural youth must lower their aspirations if they plan to remain in their communities (Corbett, 2007; Elder et al., 1996; Hektner, 1995) . Regarding patterns of alignment, however, the findings indicated that youth who aspire to remain in their rural community underestimated the level of education needed to meet their occupational aspirations. The same was true for rural youth with positive perceptions of local job opportunities. Taken together, these findings have important implications for educators and parents. As rural communities undergo significant social and economic changes, rural youth who desire to remain in those communities may lack the information needed to choose the educational pathway needed to obtain their occupational goal.
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Journal of Educational and Developmental Psychology Vol. 3, No. 2; 2013 The study also examined the role of school characteristics and schooling experiences on youth's aspirations. The results contributed several important findings. First, with family and individual background controlled, school-related factors were significant predictors of rural adolescents' educational and vocational aspirations. As prior research had suggested (Howley, 2006) , youth attending schools in remote rural locations had lower aspirations for a graduate or professional degree when compared to youth from other locations. All the school experiences (e.g., enrollment in college preparation programs, academic achievement, etc.) positively predicted educational aspirations as well as occupational aspirations requiring higher levels of education. In addition, youth who participated in postsecondary preparation activities and college preparation programs had more aligned educational and vocational aspirations. Similarly, youth who reported higher levels of academic achievement and valuing of school were less likely to have misaligned aspirations.
The study has several limitations that need to be addressed in future research on rural youth. First the design of the study was cross-sectional and only involved a single point in time. Consequently, directionality and causality cannot be inferred from the data. Given the large sample size, the study also relied on survey methods. Strong relations among constructs measured by self-reports may be due to shared method variance. Last, rural communities in the United States are very diverse. Although the study included a large sample of youth from across the United States, the findings do not apply to all rural communities within and outside the United States.
Conclusions
The present study has several important practical and theoretical implications. Aspirations are a malleable educational outcome influenced by many school-related experiences, including school achievement (Bandura et al., 2001) , curricular tracking (Mau & Bikos, 2000) , school climate (Majoribanks, 2004) , and access to vocational development programs (Gray 2009; Lee & Ekstom, 1987) . Consistent with other national studies (Ingels & Dalton, 2008; Synder & Dillow, 2010) , growing numbers of rural youth aspire to continue their education into the postsecondary years. Yet little research has examined the college-or career-readiness of rural youth. Research is needed to examine the types of high school preparatory activities that enable rural youth to make successful transitions to postsecondary education, work and community life.
A small but growing body of literature is beginning to identify important factors within rural schools that make a difference in rural youth's academic achievement, school engagement, and early adult success (Applegate, 2008; Farmer et al., 2006; Gibbs et al. 2005; Howley 2006; Haas & Nachtigal 1998) . This research emphasizes that strong community-school relations are critical for providing a quality education in rural schools. Successful rural schools are able to provide youth not only with a pathway toward the future but also with ways to remain connected to their communities (Farmer et al., 2006; Gibbs et al., 2005; Howley, 2006; Schaftt, 2010) . For rural youth, this place-based focus engenders a sense of connection and responsibility, which is vital to the sustainability and welfare of rural communities. School valuing This variable was measured by averaging seven items with six-point scales of disagreement-agreement to the statements: (a) school is one of the most important things in my life; (b) most of what I learn in school will be useful when I get a job; (c) dropping out of school would be a huge mistake for me; (d) school is more important than most people think; (e) school is important to getting a good job; (f) the kind of education I'm getting here will help me later on; and (g) what I study in school seems important to me; Reliability statistics were .851. Factor loadings ranged from .529 to .815.
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